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Language and culture are closely related to each other.  Translation involves not 
only languages but also cultures.  However, because Chinese and English are two 
different languages, cultures carried by the two languages vary a lot.  Therefore, 
pragmatic failures occur now and then because of cultural gap, which may arouse 
blunders in cultural translation.  As Translation is, in its essence, intercultural 
communication, the ultimate purpose of which is to promote the cross-cultural 
exchange, study of pragmatic failure in cultural translation is of great significance. 
In this thesis, analysis on this issue falls into 5 chapters.  The author first gives 
the definition and classification of culture in Chapter 1.  Then the inter-relations of 
language, culture and translation are investigated in Chapter 2 in accordance with the 
issue discussed in this thesis—cultural translation.  It points out that every utterance 
occurs in the cultural context.  Translation is sure to be associated with two different 
cultures.  That is, one cannot translate a language without translating the culture 
underlying the language.   
Chapter 3 and chapter 4 are the main parts in this thesis.  The author defines 
pragmatic failure and probes into the causes of pragmatic failure from three aspects: 
theory of transfer, cognitive approach, and classroom teaching source.  Based on that, 
a variety of pragmatic failures in cultural translation are displayed and analyzed 
according to the previous classification of culture, that is, ecological culture, material 
culture, institutional culture and mental culture.  Besides, the author attempts to 
suggest practical ways of dealing with those translating failures in cultural translation.  
But because of the author’s limited readings and personal experiences, materials 
studied are far from enough and revised translations suggested are far from perfect.   
In chapter 5, the author puts forward the possible strategies to reduce or avoid 
pragmatic failures in cultural translation, which are: strengthening cultural awareness, 
cultivating pragmatic competence, improving classroom teaching, and promoting 
translator’s role and cultural creativity. 
In the conclusion of this thesis, the author summarizes the paper and lists out the 
limitations and problems that need more efforts in the future. 
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The present thesis is a tentative study of pragmatic failure in translation from the 
perspective of culture and its main goal is to display the phenomena of pragmatic 
failure in cultural translation, strengthen people’s awareness of cultural differences, 
promote people’s pragmatic competence, thus to reduce or avoid pragmatic failure in 
cultural translation and accelerate the intercultural communication.  
Translation is, in its essence, intercultural communication, the ultimate purpose of 
which is to promote the cross-cultural exchange.  How to realize the transfer of the 
source language culture to the target language has become one of the important criteria 
to judge whether the translation is successful or not.  However, translators may find it 
impossible to avoid some of the problems and conflicts that so often occur between an 
exact translation of each word and the reproduction of the whole text and even the 
whole sentence.  These problems and conflicts arise because of the nature of the 
language.  Indeed language and culture are closely interrelated because languages do 
not operate in isolation but within and as part of cultures, and cultures differ from each 
other in various ways (Nord, 2001).  Chinese and English are two different languages.  
Cultural differences pose major barriers in translating.  A thing that is self-evident in 
one culture has to be painstakingly explained in another.  The most serious mistakes 
in translation and interpretation are usually not the results of verbal inadequacy, but of 
wrong cultural assumptions.  Therefore, pragmatic failures occur now and then 
because of cultural gap, which may arouse blunders in cultural translation.  Hardly 
any text can be successfully translated without appropriately dealing with the 
differences between source and target cultures.  For this reason, studies on pragmatic 
failure in cultural translation are of great value.  
Over a long period of time, enormous efforts have been concentrated on language 
by researchers, with an inevitable neglect of the cultural aspect in translation studies.  
Up to 1970s, some studies have laid emphasis on technical problems, such as how to 
translate one sentence into idiomatic Chinese, or how to find the best equivalent to 
render the exact meaning of the original.  At the same time, other studies have mainly 
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is better than others through comparison at different levels or merely make a simple 
judgment on a version to see whether or not it is faithful enough.  Generally speaking, 
translation studies in China have long been conducted on empirical dimensions, either 
from linguistic approach or from literary critics’ approach.  We can say that before 
1990s, Chinese scholars had devoted so much attention to language analysis and text 
comparison, scarcely touching upon how translation operates under target culture 
system.  Within such scope, they are seldom exposed to the fact that it is 
culture-involved problems that excessively over-number pure language ones and tend 
to be more problematic for translators.  When Chinese translation studies are still 
perplexed by language problems like “faithfulness” and “correspondence”, western 
translation scholars have already entered another new stage, shifting their research 
perspective from the angle of language to cultural aspect.  This cultural trend is 
carried forward by such influential scholars as Susan Bassnett (1991), Andre Lefevere 
(1992), Gideon Toury (1991) and Mary Snell-Hornby (1988), etc.  Bassnett (1991) 
presumes translation studies as bridging the gap between the vast area of stylistics, 
literary history, linguistics, semiotics and aesthetics; Lefevere (1992) bases his 
research on how history and culture relate to translation; Toury (1991) believes there 
exist kinds of transnational norms that govern translators’ strategy and practice; and 
Hornby (1988: 2-3) expounds explicitly this new approach in translation studies in her 
work:  
Translation studies, as a culturally oriented subject, draws on a number of 
disciplines, including psychology, ethnology, and philosophy, without being a 
subdivision of any of them.  Similarly, it can and should utilize relevant concepts and 
methods developed from the study of language…without automatically becoming a 
branch of linguistics. 
Besides, western scholars have published lots of books concerning 
communication across cultures, among which are: Language, Culture and Translating 
by Eugene A. Nida in 1993, Communication Between Cultures by Larry A. Samovar, 
Richard E. Porter and Lisa A. Stefani in 2000, Language, Culture and Communication 
by Charlotte Hoffmann in 1996, etc.   
In China, focus has been transferred from technical translation and translation 















explore the relationship between mistranslations and cultural losses or distortion in the 
processes of intercultural communication.  Many prestigious scholars such as Deng 
Yanchang (邓炎昌), Liu Runqing (刘润清), Hu Wenzhong (胡文仲), etc. are engaged 
in researches on cultural factors and cross-cultural communication.  Among the books 
printed, Medio-translatology (《译介学》) by Xie Tianzhen (谢天振) and Culture and 
Translation (《文化与翻译》) by Guo Jianzhong (郭建中) are the two newly-published 
books concerned with cultural translation researches.  The two books expound 
misreading and mistranslations connected with cultural gap in many fields in different 
nations as well as receptors’ cultural appreciation and cultural environment with 
considerable coverage.  
In this thesis the author intends to analyze the relationship and interaction among 
language, culture and translation, to probe into the causes and display the phenomena 
of pragmatic failure in cultural translation, and to put forward possible strategies to 
reduce or avoid pragmatic failure in cultural translation, hoping that they can be of 
some help to translation practice.   
This thesis comprises five chapters.  In Chapter 1 definition and classification of 
culture are given.   There are various definitions and classifications of culture in 
broad sense and narrow sense.  From the angle of translation, the author takes the 
anthropological sense of culture in its broad sense and it is reclassified in this thesis 
into: (1) ecological culture; (2) material culture; (3) institutional culture; (4) mental 
culture. 
In Chapter 2, the author discusses the relationship among language, culture and 
translation.  In the general sense, language and culture are closely related to each 
other.  Language is part of culture and is the carrier of culture at the same time.  
Translation, therefore, is in essence not only interlingual communication but also 
intercultural communication.  It is impossible for a translator to do the translation 
whereas ignore the cultural factors underlying the language.   
In Chapter 3, the author attempts to define and classify pragmatic failure and what 
is more important, investigates the causes of pragmatic failure.  There are various 
sources for pragmatic failures from different points of view, and we can simplify them 
into three broad categories: theory of transfer, cognitive approach, and classroom 
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In Chapter 4, a variety of pragmatic failures in cultural translation are displayed 
according to the previous classification of culture.  Meanwhile, the author suggests 
practical ways of dealing with those translating failures.  However, we must learn that 
till now, due to the causes analyzed in Chapter 3, there are no better ways of avoiding 
some of the failures. 
In Chapter 5, in accordance with the causes analyzed in Chapter 3, the author puts 
forward the possible strategies to reduce or avoid pragmatic failure in cultural 
translation, which are: strengthening cultural awareness, cultivating pragmatic 
competence, improving classroom teaching, and promoting translator’s role and 
cultural creativity. 
    The conclusion is the retrospect and prospect of the whole paper, in which the 
author summarizes the paper, and points out the limitations and problems that need 
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Chapter 1  About Culture 
 
With the increase of the international cultural communications these years, people 
from different cultures have got more opportunities to get in touch with foreign 
cultures.  They are now having an open rather than a closed attitude when observing 
and accepting cultures of other nations.  It is against this background that a new trend 
titled culture-oriented translation study has come into being.  Culture-oriented 
translation regards translation not only as an interlingual communication but also as an 
intercultural communication by means of which culture of one language can be and 
should be transmitted into that of another.  It stresses the cultural factors in the 
process of translation study and translation practice, which has undoubtedly broadened 
the horizon of translation study.  Since the translation issue discussed in this thesis is 
cultural translation, therefore, the first thing for the author to do is to have a review of 
definitions and classifications of culture. 
 
1.1 Definition of Culture 
What is culture?  People have various understandings about culture.  Different 
studies have given more than 250 definitions to culture from different aspects (Qi 
Yucun 戚雨村, 1997).  Probably one of the oldest and most quoted definitions of 
culture was formulated by the English anthropologist Edward B. Tylor in 1871: 
“Culture is that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, custom, 
and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of the society” (Liu 
Miqing 刘宓庆, 2007: 24).  Tylor’s definition seems to over-stress the spiritual aspect 
of culture, with an overlook of the material aspect.  Culture, then, refers to the 
entirety of knowledge and habitual patterns of behavior that are shared and perpetuated 
by the members of a particular society or group. 
Afterwards, Daniel Bates and Fred Plog propose a descriptive definition: Culture 
is a system of shared beliefs, values, customs, behaviors, and artifacts that the 
members of a society use to cope with their world and with one another, and that are 
transmitted from generation to generation by learning (Samovar and Porter, 2000: 36).  
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currently agree, paying equal attention to spiritual as well as material components of 
culture.  Besides, Edward Sapir defines culture as “the socially inherited assemblage 
of practices and beliefs that determine the texture of our lives” (Sapir, 1970: 207).  
And Hu Wenzhong (1999) defines culture as an integrated system of learned behavior 
patterns that are characteristics of the members of any given society.  Thus, culture 
refers to the total way of life of particular groups of people.  It includes everything 
that a group of people thinks, says, does and makes.  Obviously, culture is an 
extremely complex concept and an enormous subject, which almost embraces 
everything in the world, whether spiritual or material, just as Nida defines, it is “the 
totality of beliefs and practices of a society” (Nida, 2001: 105).  
Regardless of how many definitions we could have examined, there would have 
been a great many agreements concerning the major features of culture.  As Ke Ping 
(柯平) states in his article, most anthropologists agree on the following features of 
culture: (1) Culture is learned.  It is acquired rather than biologically inherited; (2) 
Culture is shared.  It is a set of shared ideals, values and standards of behavior; it is 
the common denominator of the members of a community instead of being unique to 
an individual; (3) Culture is symbolic.  Culture is symbolically expressed and 
transmitted.  Symbolizing means assigning to entities and events meaning which are 
external to them and which cannot be grasped alone.  Language is the most typical 
symbolic system within culture; (4) Culture is integrated.  Each aspect of culture is 
tied in with the other aspects.  People who examine one aspect of a culture invariably 
find it necessary to examine others as well (Guo Jianzhong, 2000: 142).  
To sum up, culture is a complicated concept, which can be understood in a broad 
sense and a narrow sense.  The culture in the narrow sense lays stress on spirit, 
dealing with the social superstructure and customs and habits; and the culture in the 
broad sense deals with different aspects of the society, including the material culture, 
the culture of the social system and convention and the spiritual culture.  Culture is a 
social phenomenon.  It plays an important role in every aspect of a person’s 
cultivation.  The term “culture” in this paper is used in its anthropological sense and 
the study of cultural translation tends to consider culture in its broad sense. 
From the angle of translation, we can define culture as communicable knowledge 
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